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Abstract 
In Spain and Arab countries, the way of celebrating feasts and occasions is gathering with family and enjoying a meal together. 
In this communicative situation, compliments on the delicious food prepared will take place.  
The purpose of the study is analyzing compliment/compliment responses used by advanced Arab learners of Spanish (C1) with 
an advanced knowledge of English and French (C1 level). In order to compare this speech act with the native production, the 
researchers considered three groups of participants: native speakers of Spanish, native speakers of Arabic and Lebanese learners 
of Spanish. The research variable is “origin”. “Gender” and “age” variables are not included in this study. A muted video is the 
instrument to collect the data. 
Compliment/compliment responses in Arabic and Spanish are analyzed following a taxonomy created by the researchers. In 
Spanish, explanations were used, whereas in Arabic the use of formulaic courtesy expressions was frequent. In the production of 
Lebanese learners of Spanish, pragmatic transfer of Arabic formulaic expressions and the influence of foreign languages (French 
and English) occur. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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Introduction 
Culture is a determinant factor in encoding and decoding utterances. This cultural awareness is an essential 
prerequisite for successful intercultural communication (Nuredeen, 2008, p. 280). Compliments may vary cross-
culturally (Mursy & Wilson, 2001, p. 133 apud Manes & Wolfson, 1981; Manes, 1983; Holmes 1988, 1995; 
Herbert, 1989; Conlan, 1996; Lund, 1997; Besson et al., 1998, among others). How people perceive compliments 
and the way to respond to them may differ from one culture to another.  
In Arabic, courtesy expressions are part of the beauty and richness of the language and they play an important 
role in Arabic culture (Ramajo Cuesta, 2013). Arab speakers compliment in the form of “proverbs and other 
precoded ritualized expressions” (Wolfson, 1981) and may use religious references when responding to compliments 
(Farghal & Haggan, 2006; Farghal & Al-Khatib, 2001; Nelson et al, 1996). 
In Arabic, formulaic expressions are frequently used when accepting a compliment (Ramajo Cuesta, 2012; 
Farghal & Haggan, 2006; Farghal & Al-Khatib, 2001; Nelson et al., 1996). The expression maašaallah, ‘may God 
protect you’, is frequently used when complimenting. This protective invocation is used upon seeing or observing 
valued things, “such as wealth, beauty, offspring, and social achievements, so as to guard them from vanishing. Such 
use is derived from Arab-Islamic sociocultural norms about “the evil eye” and is related to its Quranic use as a 
marker of God’s will” (Migdadi et al., 2010, p. 485).   
1. Purpose of the study and research participants 
The purpose of the research is analyzing compliment/compliment responses used by advanced Arab learners of 
Spanish (C1 level according to the CEFR) and observing if transfer of Arabic formulaic expressions occurs. The 
independent variable of the study is ‘origin’. 
Research participants are as follows: 
 
x Female native speakers of Spanish; 
x Female native speakers of Arabic; 
x Female advanced Arab learners of Spanish (C1 level) with an advanced proficiency level of English and French 
(C1 level). 
 
The data was collected at Paris-Sorbonne University Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, at Saint Joseph 
University (Master students) and in Instituto Cervantes (groups C.1.1., C.1.2 and conversación nivel superior), 
Beirut Lebanon. A muted video was the instrument to collect the data for this study. The video was recorded in 
Beirut and shows a Lebanese family dinner. Participants are requested to recreate the dialogue between the 
characters that appear in the video and to participate in the communicative interaction. Once the data is collected, the 
researchers started the data analysis. Compliment responses were analyzed according to a functional taxonomy 
validated in an earlier phase of the research (Ramajo Cuesta, 2012, p.121). 
2. Data analysis 
2.1. Female native speakers of Spanish 
“Giving an explanation” was the most common compliment response used by native speakers of Spanish. Other 
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Table 1. Compliment/compliment responses used by female native speakers of Spanish. 
Function Example Translation  
Giving an explanation 1.- Todo está buenísimo;  ¡cuántas cosas más 
buenas! 
2.- Son recetas que hago de hace mucho tiempo. 
4.- Está exquisito todo. (5. NSS) 
1. Everything tastes great. You cooked many 
delicious dishes! 
2. These are old recipes that I have been 
using for a long time.  
4. Everything is delicious. (5. NSS) 
Thanking 3.- Esto está riquísimo. Es delicioso. Eres una 
artista. 
2.- Qué amables sois. Muchas gracias, así da 
gusto. (2. NSS) 
3. Everything is delicious, you are an artist. 
2. You are so kind. Thank you so much, it 
is so nice of you. (2. NSS) 
Expressing happiness 1.- Están todos muy bien preparados. Buena 
presentación. ¡Jaime prueba alguno! 
2.- Me alegra que os haya gustado. (7. NSS) 
1. All the dishes are well prepared. Great 
presentation. Jaime, try them! 
2. I am so glad that you like them. (7. NSS) 
Thanking+ giving an 
explanation + expressing 
happiness 
1.- Es una mesa excelente, sus empanadas, 
chanfaina, con postres… ¿no te parece, José 
Ángel? 
4.- Sí, sí, estoy de acuerdo, Mari, no le falta detalle. 
2.- Bueno, muchas gracias, me ha llevado 
muchas horas, pero ¡me alegra que esté a 
vuestro gusto! (6. NSS) 
1. It is an excellent meal, empanadas, 
chanfaina, desserts…don’t you think José 
Angel? 
4. Yes I agree. Mari, it is perfect. 
2. Well, thank you very much, I have been 
cooking for a long time but I am so glad 
that you like it. (6. NSS) 
 
In the last row of the table, the different strategies formed a complex compliment response. 
2.2.  Female native speakers of Arabic 
The most frequent compliment response was “expressing good wishes (using a formulaic expression)”. 
“Expressing happiness”, “inviting to start dining” and “offering the complimented food” were also frequent as Arabs 
usually interpret compliments about food as a request (AlKhabeeb, 2009, p. 67). Researchers faithfully transliterated 
the Arabic text as it appears in the participants’ productions. No changes have been introduced. 
Table 2. Compliment/compliment responses used by female native speakers of Arabic. 
Function Example Translation 
Expressing good wishes  ϲΘΒϴΒΣ ϲϛ΍ί ΪΠϨϋ ϞϛϷ΍ ௌϭ ϩ΁ 
ϢϛΎϳ· ϲϠϴϠΨϳ ௌ ϲϟϮϤϠδΗ 
 (6.Palestine) 
 
 ϮϠΘϣ Ζϗ Ω Ύϣ ϱήϤόΑ ϲϗΪγ Ϫϳ· 
 ϞϫΎΘδΘΑ Ζϧ΃ Ϛϟ 
 ϲϠϤόΗ ϭ ϲθϴόΗ 
(6.Syria) 
1.Oh my God! The food is really delicious, sweetie. 
I hope you stay safe, may God keep you for me.  
 
 
3.Believe me I never tasted something so delicious. 
2.You deserve it. 
1. May you live a long life to cook like this for us.  
Expressing happiness  . ϲϛ΍ί ήϴΘϛ ϮϤόρ , ϲϜϳΪϳ· ϮϤϠδϳ
 , ϦϴΘΤλ ϲϤϠδΗϲϛϮΒΠϋ ϢϬϧ΃ ΔρϮδΒϣ  (5. 
Palestine) 
1. May God bless your hands, the food is delicious. 
2.Thank you, enjoy your food, I am so happy that you 
liked it.  
Inviting to start dining ϼϳϮϠπϔΗ ϦϜϴϓ ϼϬγ ϭ ϼϫ΃ ΔόϴϤΟ Ύϳ  ௌ Ύη ϥ·
ΔόϤΠϟ΍ ϞϬΑ ϥϮϜϧ ˱ΎϤϳ΍Ω 
Please sit down and enjoy your meal, you are 
welcome, hopefully we will always gather together. 




complimented food  
. ϲθΤϤϟ΍ ϲη΍ ήΘϛ΃ ,ϲϬθΑ ϮϠϜη ϮϠϛ ௌϭ
 ϮϨϣ ϕϭΩ΃ ϡίϻ , ΔΨΒρ Ϟϛ Ϧϣ ςΣ΃ ϱΪΑ . ௌϭ ϩ΁
 . ϮϠϛ 
Ύϫ ϲϤϋ ϢϠδΗ  . ϚϠτΣ΃ Ε  
(5.Palestine) 
1. Everything looks wonderful, I like the mashi the 
most.  
4. I agree, I have to eat from every single dish.  
2. Thank you, uncle, give me your plate, I will help 
you. 
 
Native speakers of Arabic used formulaic formulas when responding to compliments. Expressions such as 
ϼϬγϭϼϫ΃,  ‘you are welcome’, and ϦϴΘΤλ,  ‘enjoy your meal’, were frequently used.  
Table 3. Arabic formulaic courtesy expressions used by female native speakers of Arabic. 
Function Example Translation 
ϦϴΘΤλ,  ‘enjoy your 
meal’ 
ΪΠϨϋϲϜϳΪϳ· ϮϤϠδϳ . ϲϛ΍ί ήϴΘϛ ϮϤόρ ,
ϲϤϠδΗ ϦϴΘΤλ ϲϛϮΒΠϋ ϢϬϧ΃ ΔρϮδΒϣ ,  
(5.Palestine) 
May God bless your hands, the food is delicious. 
Thank you (I hope you stay safe), enjoy your meal, I 
am very happy that you liked it. 
ϼϬγϭ ϼϫ΃, ‘you are 
welcome’ 
ϼϬγϭ ϼϫ΃ Ύϳ ϭ ΔϴΧϮϠϣϭ ϦΒϠΑ ΎγϮϛ ϦϜϠΘΨΑΎρ !
 ϲϟ· Ϧϣ Ύϴη·ϭ ϞΒΘϣϭ Δϴϧ ΔΒϛϭ ΔϟϮΒΗ ϦϜϠΘϠϤϋ
.ϮΒΤϴΑ ϦϜΒϠϗ 
(…) 
Ύϳ  ϼϬγϭ ϼϫ΃ ϲΗΎΒϴΒΣΎϨϫϭ ϦϴΘΤλ  
(2. Lebanon)  
1.Welcome! I cooked for you kusa with laban and 
moulukhia. I also did tabouleh, kebbe nayye, moutabal 
and things that your heart loves. 
2. Welcome darling, enjoy your meal. 
 ϚϟΎΣ ΔΑΰόϣ ήϴΘϛ 
ϲϜϳΪϳ΃ ΍ϮϤϠδϳ, ‘you made 
yourself tired, may God 
bless your hands’ 
: ΔϟΎΨϟ΍ϲϜϳΪϳ΃ ΍ϮϤϠδϳ ϚϟΎΣ ΔΑΰόϣ ήϴΘϛ.
 : Ύϧ΃ΎϨϫϭ ϦϴΘΤλ ϦϜΒΟ΍ϭ Ϧϣ ϲη ϲϓ Ύϣ ,  
(4.Syria) 
Aunt: May God bless your hands, you made yourself 
tired cooking. 
Me: Enjoy your meal, it’s nothing.  
ΔϴϓΎόϟ΍ ϲϜϴτόϳ ௌ , ‘may 
God give you health’ 
 ϚΘϣΎϣ ϱί ϲϛ΍ί ϚϠϛ΃ ΎϤ΋΍ΩΔϴϓΎόϟ΍ ϲϜϴτόϳ ௌ 
 ϚϟΎΣ ϲΘΒϠϏ 
(7.Palestine) 
Always your food is as delicious as mum’s, may God 
give you health, you made yourself tired cooking for 
us. 
ΧϲϨϴΘϠΠ˷,  ‘you made me 
blush’ 
ϢϛΎϳ· ϲϠϴϠΨϳ ௌ, 




 ϰΘΤϟ ΖϠϛ΃ ϲΘΒϴΒΣ ϲϛ΍ί ΪΠϨϋ ϞϛϷ΍ ௌϭ ϩ΁
ΖόΒη   ϲϜϳΪϳ· ΍ϮϤϠδϳ  
    
 ΔϋΎϤΟ Ύϳ κϠΧϲϧϮΘϠΠΧ  ϲϜΣ΃ Ϯη ΔϓέΎϋ ζϣ
ϢϛΎϳ· ϲϠϴϠΨϳ ௌ ϲϟϮϤϠδΗ.  
(6.Palestine) 
1.My God the food is really delicious! I ate until I was 
full. May God bless your hands. (…). 
2.Enough! You made me blush, I don’t know what to 
say, thank you (I hope you stay safe), may God keep 
you for me. 
ௌ Ϣγ·  
 ௌ ˯Ύη Ύϣ , ‘May God 
protect you’ 
 .ϚγϮΒϤγ Ϟϫ ΔΒϴρ Ϯη ϲϠϳϭ Ύϳௌ Ϣγ·  !ϲϜϴϠϋ
ϙΪϳ· ϢϠδΗ (2. Lebanon) 
 
 ϦϴΒϴρ ήϴΘϛ ϲϜϳΪϳ΍ ϮϤϠδϳ 
 ϚϤϠδϳ ௌ 
 ϲϜϴϠϋ ௌ ˯Ύη Ύϣ 
(8.Palestine) 
Wow, this Sambousa is so delicious! May God protect 
you, God bless your hands. 
 
God bless your hands, it’s delicious. 
Thank you. 
May God protect you. 
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Some participants used formulaic expressions when complimenting the food such as ϚϳΪϳ·ϮϤϠδϳ, ‘may God bless 
your hands’, and ϚϟΎΣΔΑΰόϣήϴΘϛ, ‘you made yourself tired (cooking for us)’. Expressions against the ‘evil eye’ such as 
˯ΎηΎϣ ௌ  and ϚϴϠϋ ௌ Ϣγ· ‘may God protect you’, were also found. 
2.3. Advanced Arab learners of Spanish 
“Expressing good wishes” was the most common compliment response. “Thanking”, “expressing happiness”, 
“inviting to start dining” and “offering the complimented food” were also frequent as shown in Table 4:  
Table 4. Compliment/compliment responses used by female Lebanese learners of Spanish 
Taxonomy of compliment responses   Example   Translation  
Expressing good wishes  1. Personalmente me encanta toda la comida y sobre 
todo los macarrones gratinados! ¡Eres una cocinera 
única!  
2. ¡Muchas gracias! ¡Que aproveche! (5.Máster) 
 
1. De verdad prima, probé los sambousik 
(empanadillas), son muy sabrosas. 
2. ¡Que aproveche! Es una receta tradicional que 
aprendí en un libro de cocina libanesa. (C.1.1) 
1. I personally love all the dishes, especially the 
macaroni bechamel, you are an amazing cook! 
2. Thank you very much! Enjoy your meal! 
(5.Máster) 
 
1. Seriously, cousin, I tried the sambousik, they are 
delicious! 
2. Enjoy your meal! It is a traditional recipe that I 
learnt from a Lebanese cooking book. (C.1.1) 
Expressing happiness  3. Pues yo te he probado la ensalada de col y, de verdad, 
¡creo que estás una cocinera muy prestigiosa!  
2. Gracias, prima. No puedes imaginarte cómo me 
siento ahora….estoy muy contenta.  (8.C.1.1) 
3. I tried the coleslaw and I think that you are an 
incredible cook! 
2.Thanks cousin, you cannot imagine how I am 
feeling now…I am very happy. (8.C.1.1) 
Inviting to start dining 3. ¡Es perfecto, prima! Muy delicioso. No lo sabía que 
fueras una buena cocinera. (…) 
1. ¡Y todos estos platos! ¡Pero es muy difícil y necesita 
mucho tiempo! ¡Ah, sobrina, de verdad, felicidades! 
2. ¡Vale! Empezamos, por favor, ¡sentaos!  (2.C.1.1)  
 
4. ¡Parece riquísimo! 
2. ¡Pues sentémonos! (6. Conv.superior) 
3. It is perfect, cousin! Really delicious. I did not 
know that you were a good cook. (…) 
1. All these dishes! They are very difficult and take 
a long time to be cooked! Congratulations, dear 
cousin! 
2. Ok, please. let’s sit down at the table and start 
eating. (2.C.1.1) 
4. It looks delicious! 
2. So let’s sit at the table. (6. Conv.superior) 
 
Offering the complimented 
food  
1. ¡Qué buena pinta tiene esta comida!  
2. Debes comer antes tía, coge, coge. 
3. Ah, que buenísimas son las empanadillas (…). 
4. Sí. Pero yo prefiero “Syadye”. 
2. Ah, tío. Por favor coge una empanadilla. 
(4.conv.superior) 
1.It looks yummy! 
2. You should try it first, go ahead, help 
yourself.  
3.The empanadillas are delicious.  
4. I prefer syadye. 
2. Uncle, please try an empanadilla. 
(4.conv.superior) 
 
Transfer of Arabic formulaic expression occurs as illustrated in Table 5. Transfer of the Arabic formulaic 
expression ϦϴΘΤλ,  ‘enjoy your meal’, was frequently found in the corpus. When complimenting the cook, the great 
amount of food prepared is praised. Expressions such as ϚϟΎΣΔΑΰόϣήϴΘϛ,  ‘you made yourself tired (cooking for us)’, are 
used and transfer of these formulaic expressions is found in the corpus. 
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Table 5. Transfer of Arabic formulaic responses 
Taxonomy of compliment responses   Example  Translation  
ϦϴΘΤλ ‘enjoy your meal’ 3. ¡Yummmm! Los macarrones son muy buenos…Creo 
que voy a comer todo el plato. Vosotros comed otra 
cosa, je, je… 
2. Sahtein, hija. Puedes olvidarte de esta maldita dieta 
hoy…Te lo permito yo. 
4. Con tantos platos apetecibles, yo ya no puedo esperar 
más. ¿Nos sentamos?  
2. Claro. ¡Buen provecho! (15.Máster) 
3. Mmmmmm! The pasta is great…I think I will eat 
the entire dish. You can eat something else, hahaha. 
2. Sahtein (the participant transliterates  ϦϴΘΤλ,  
‘enjoy your meal’), you can forget that silly diet…I 
allow you. 
4. With all these delicious dishes I cannot wait any 
longer, should we sit at the table? 
2. Of course, enjoy your meal! (15.Máster) 
ϚϟΎΣ ΔΑΰόϣ ήϴΘϛ, ‘You made 
yourself tired/you cooked too 
much food’ 
1. Pero, querida, has preparado demasiado para 
nosotros. (…) 
2. Sentaos todos, que empecemos a comer. (C.1.1)  
 
1.¡Ah! ¡Qué mesa rica! Preparaste mucha comida, 
Lina. (12.C.1.1) 
1. But darling, you have cooked too much for us 
(…). 
2. Sit down and let’s start eating. (C.1.1) 
 
1. Wow! What a nice lunch! You have prepared so 
many dishes. (12.C.1.1) 
ϲϨϴΘϠΠ˷Χ,  ‘you make me shy’ 3. Pero el resultado está fenomenal. Las empanadillas 
son las mejores del Líbano.  
2. Gracias, me pongo roja. (3.Máster) 
3. The result is great. These are the best 
empanadillas in Beirut. 
2. Thank you, you are making me blush. 
(3.Máster) 
 
The transfer of ϲϨϴΘϠΠ˷Χ, ‘you are making me blush’, occurs. This expression is used in Arabic when answering to a 
compliment. Alkhateeb (2009, p. 23) indicated that a mere translation of this semantic formula may have negative 
connotations and create a communicative breakdown due to the negative pragmatic transfer.  
No transfer of some of the most common formulaic expressions ϲϜϳΪϳ΃΍ϮϤϠδϳ,   ‘May God bless your hands”, and 
ϼϬγϭϼϫ΃,  ‘you are welcome’, was found. This could be due to the fact that students are fluent in several L2s and 
consequently, they are aware that this expression is only used in Arabic. The influence of English and French is also 
found in the corpus of Arab learners of Spanish as in Table 6. 
Table 6. Influence of other foreign languages 
Transfer of English and French     Example Translation 
vous êtes le bienvenu 
(translation of ϼϬγϭ ϼϫ΃,  
‘you are most welcome’)  
1. ¡Ah, mi amor, qué buena mesa, ¿cuánto tiempo has 
pasado preparando todo esto? ¡Delicioso! 
2. No te preocupes tía, estás la bienvenida. (17.Máster)  
 
1. Estoy segura que los platos son buenísimos solo al 
olerlos. 
4. Te felicito, hija. ¡Estoy de acuerdo con María y Anne!  
2. ¡Estáis los bienvenidos! ¡buen provecho! 
(6.conv.interm. prueba B) 
1. Darling, what a great lunch, how long did it take 
you to prepare this? Delicious! 
2. Don’ t worry aunt, you are most welcome 
(17.Máster) 
1. I am sure that the dishes taste great just by 
smelling them. 
4. Congratulations, darling, I agree with María and 
Anne! 
2. You are most welcome! Enjoy your lunch! 
(6.conv.interm. prueba B) 
Enjoy your meal  3. ¡Ñam, ñam! Las empanadillas son muy ricas. 
2. Porque mamá me ayudó un poquito…  
1. No importa, en todo caso todo parece rico. 
4. Parece, y en verdad muy rico. 
2. Gracias, tío, ¡que disfrutes! (9.conv.superior) 
3.Yummy! The empanadillas are delicious. 
2. It is because mum helped me a little bit… 
1. No problem, it looks yummy anyway. 
4. It really looks yummy. 
2. Thanks, uncle, enjoy it! (9.conv.superior) 
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3. Conclusions 
In the first part of the research, cross-linguistics pragmatic differences between compliment responses in Arabic 
and Spanish were analyzed. In the second part, the transfer of formulaic expressions used by advanced Lebanese 
learners of Spanish was studied. Although the level of the students was C1 according to the CEFR, pragmatic 
transfer was frequent. Interlanguage pragmatic research has shown that even among advanced L2 learners, L2 
pragmatic competence is lacking (Al-Humaidi, 2006 apud Rose & Kasper, 2001). Students acquire the pragmatic 
competence introducing sociopragmatic contents through explicit instruction in the language classroom (Ramajo 
Cuesta, 2012, p. 304). 
Results of the present study have some implications in cross-linguistics pragmatics and in foreign language 
pedagogy. Studies in other languages and cultures apart from English provide other politeness models and enrich the 
research in this field.  
These studies also help in the creation of materials and textbooks that incorporate sociocultural contents in order 
to develop the intercultural competence of the learners of a foreign language. 
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